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There is a general consensus concerning what Hegel sought to accomplish
with his analysis, in the Philosophy of Right, of civil society {biirgerliche
Gesellschaft). Marx's interpretation serves as the locus classicus: Hegel was
'following the example of the Englishmen and Frenchmen of the eighteenth
century' by bringing together under this heading the 'sum total' of the
'material conditions of life'.1 Subsequent commentators have agreed with
Marx's general characterization and have found in the discussion of civil
society a provocative 'political economy of modern society', a full-fledged
'philosophical sociology', or, at the very least, a first mapping of the terrainwhich subsequent generations of sociologists would explore.2
Without wishing to deny Hegel his hard-earned place in the pantheon of
founders of modern social thought, it is my intent in this paper to suggest that
the role played by the concept 'civil society' in Hegel's thought cannot be
properly understood if it is viewed as paralleling earlier conventions of usageor if it is seen as a response to modern industrial society. I shall argue instead
(1) that Hegel's use of 'civil society', like his employment of a few other termswhich will be discussed in the first part of this paper, is peculiar in that it
follows no established conventions of usage and (2) that this peculiar use of
terms cannot be interpreted simply as a response to the 'social question' of the
nineteenth century but instead must be read against the background of
eighteenth-century concerns with the relationship between citizenship,
commerce, and Christianity. Hence the second half of this essay will trace the
genealogy of the concept 'civil society' in Hegel's writings, showing how the
Philosophy of Right resolved a number of long-standing problems in Hegel's
view of the nature of the citizen in Bourgeois-Christian society.
' Karl Marx, A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy (Moscow, 1970), p. 20.
2 Shlomo Avineri, Hegel's Theory of the Modem State (Cambridge, 1972). pp. 132-54; Richard
Kroner, 'Die biirgerliche Gesellschaft in Hegels System', Archiv fur Angewandte Soziologie, IV
(1932), pp. 1-20. p.2; Georg Ahrweiler, Hegels Gesellschaftslehre (Darmstadt & Neuwied.
1976), pp. 7-15; and Manfred Riedel. Studien zu Hegels Rechtsphilosophie (Frankfurt, 1969). p.
265.
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